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Information professionals must 
respond quickly to fundamental chan- 
ges occurring in the way information is 
managed. 


This was the message that speakers 
and participants brought to the Interna- 
tional Symposium on Current Records, 
in Ottawa from 15 to 19 May. More than 
300 archivists, librarians, records 
managers, computer specialists, and 
policy makers from 28 countries par- 
ticipated in the symposium, which was 
hosted by the National Archives of 
Canada in co-operation with the Inter- 
national Council on Archives. 


Themes Highlighted 


Basil Stuart-Stubbs, Director of the 
School of Library, Archival, and Infor- 
mation Studies at the University of 
British Columbia, highlighted the 
themes of the symposium in his 
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keynote address. He spoke about in- 
formation as a commodity; how physi- 
cal format has determined the nature 
of the information-keeping profes- 
sions; and the effect that the wide 
range of new electronic technologies 
has had on the information-keeping 
professions. 


"The choices of recording medium 
made by information creators will have 
an impact on all our practices, policies 
and procedures; these choices will 
force a reassessment of the theories 
and principles upon which our institu- 
tions have been operated; they will 
reshape our organizational structures; 
and they will change the nature of the 
occupations of all types of information 
keepers,” he said. 


Documents: Objects or 
Processes? 


Ronald Weissman, Assistant Vice- 
President for Academic Computing at 
Brown University in Rhode Island, told 
the symposium that the computer 
user's dream may become the informa- 
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tion manager's nightmare. He said hy- 
permedia technology now permits 
computer users to integrate sound, 
graphics, video, and voice-annotated 
memoranda in ever-changing docu- 
ments that are more processes than 
objects. He also explained how new 
technologies have led to the "virtual" 
document. (Unlike traditional docu- 
ments, which are collections of data 
that have been assembled and or- 
ganized, the "virtual" document is an 
idea about how data can be organized. 
Software permits users to specify 
series of links among data, andtocross 
frontiers between databases, thereby 
organizing a document that doesn't 
exist physically together. The "virtual" 
document may also be ephemeral, 
leaving no record of its existence.) 


"In a large organization you can have 
individuals constructing their own links 
across all kinds of files, creating rich 
webs of information in a totally undis- 
ciplined, unmanaged, unregulated, un- 
rule-based way,” Dr. Weissman said. 


Information professionals should 
define standards and procedures for 
data, networks, and analysis tools, and 
they should participate in the computer 
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design process. Information 
professionals’ contribution to the 
design process is important because 
few designers and vendors of com- 
puter hardware and software care 
about integrity, validity, verifiability, 
auditability, or data validation, he said. 


Standards a Prerequisite 


Sam Kula, Director of the Moving 
Image and Sound Archives, National 
Archives of Canada, also stressed the 
need for standards, noting the 
problems of incompatible technologies 
and obsolescence. 


Other speakers emphasized the impor- 
tance of developing and using interna- 
tional standards for technology and 
data. 


Claes Granstr6m, Deputy Director 
General, Riksarkivet, Sweden told the 
symposium that standards of all kinds 
are a prerequisite for preserving infor- 
mation data that are of archival value. 
International, national, and regional 
standards are necessary when ar- 
chival institutions lay down rules forthe 
use and quality of storage media. Ar- 
Chival institutions need to influence the 
development of technology and related 
standards. 


Some participants told the symposium 
that information professionals need to 
consider the values and practices of 
their disciplines. Although the prin- 
ciples and practices of library science, 
archival science, and information tech- 
nology have traditionally been dif- 
ferent, they are now converging, some 
speakers suggested. Participants 
debated the question until one librarian 
pointed out that information users have 
already decided: they do not under- 
stand or care about the boundaries 
between the disciplines. 


Participants also noted the need for 
new policies. 


Information Seen as a 
Free Good 


Diana Sangway of Her Majesty's 
Treasury in the United Kingdom said 
that officials need to learn to manage 
information as a resource. During the 
recent implementation of a new infor- 
mation management policy in that 


country, she had observed that officials 
regard information as a free good. 


Franklin Reeder of the Office of 
Management and Budget in the United 
States emphasized the importance of 
distinguishing between value or policy 
perspectives and the claims of institu- 
tional stakeholders. Stakeholders, 
such as information managers, 
bureaucrats, and the information in- 
dustry, all have a legitimate interest in 
government information policy. How- 
ever, he cautioned, they are all inclined 
to view their particular approach as the 
sole representative of the public inter- 
est. Policy developers must look 
beyond these claims, and consider the 
values and goals of government as 
well. 


They should be concerned 
about how to make govern- 
ment more efficient, how to 
make government more 
responsive, how to make 
information accessible to 
citizens who do not have 
access to money and 
technology. 


They should respect confidentiality, 
and preserve the collective memory of 
the nation, Reeder said. These goals 
are often not in harmony with each 
other, he added. 


A panel discussion summed up the 
symposium. Each of the four panellists 
took a different perspective from which 
to view the exchanges of the previous 
three days. 


Celine Walker, Executive Secretary, 
Advisory Committee for the Coordina- 
tion of Information Systems with the 
United Nations, chaired the panel and 
focused on historical perspectives. 
Angeline Kamba, Director, National Ar- 
chives of Zimbabwe, discussed policy, 
training, and other management is- 
sues. Philip McLellan, Director, Infor- 
matics, Royal Canadian Mounted 
Police, said information management 
specialists should expect progress to 
come in bite-sized chunks and not in 
quantum leaps. They should set short- 
term achievable goals for themselves. 
Reeder discussed possible applica- 
tions for the ideas presented. a 
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Following the International Symposium 
on Current Records, 19 senior informa- 
tion professionals from 14 countries 
remained in Ottawa to attend a four- 
day course titled "Current Records, Fu- 
ture Use." They were joined by 10 
Canadian officials from the National 
Archives, the Department of Finance 
and Treasury Board, Transport 
Canada, and Extemal Affairs Canada. 
The Honourable Flora MacDonald, 
Minister of Communications when the 
National Archives of Canada Act was 
proclaimed in 1987, addressed the 
opening session on 23 May. 


"Right from the outset the National Ar- 
chives of Canada Act was a noncon- 
troversial issue between parties in the 
House of Commons,” she said. 


Potentially controversial questions 
about which documents the public 
should have access to had been 
resolved several years before during 
the long debate that preceded passage 
of the Access to Information Act. 


Parliament Reaches Heights 


The debate on second reading of the 
National Archives of Canada Act was 
anoccasion when Parliament "reached 
its intended heights,” she said. 


The Act itself provides the National Ar- 
chives with the means to prevent un- 
authorized destruction of government 
records and to ensure that records, 
which in the opinion of the National 
Archivist are of historic or archival im- 
portance, are transferred to the Ar- 
chives. 


The National Archivist, Jean-Pierre 
Wallot, thanked Ms. MacDonald for her 
remarks. 


Dr. Wallot told the audience that the 
new Act specifies “encouraging ar- 
chival activities and the archival com- 
munity" as part of the mission of the 
National Archives of Canada. The Na- 
tional Archives was pleased to sponsor 


this post-symposium course in 
cooperation with the International 
Development Research Centre | 


@ Archival Records 
— Current Use 


"You have to decide whether you want 
to be merely custodians of the records 
or the guide to their deployment in cur- 
rent operations. The first is a pathtoa 
dingy and dusty past.The other is the 
road to an exciting and rewarding ser- 
vice role to the institution that employs 
you,” Don Page told participants at the 
four-day post-symposium course. 


Page was participating in a panel dis- 
cussion about how officials use current 
and archival information to develop 
policy and programs. The panel was 
part of the "Current Records, Future 
Use" course held in Ottawa from 23 to 
26 May. Panellists were: Don Page, 
External Affairs; Dan MacKay, Energy, 
Mines and Resources; and John Les- 
lie, Indian and Norther Affairs. 


Archives’ Usefulness Needs 
Explaining 


Page told the international audience of 
archivists and information managers, 
"Most archives that | have dealt with 
who were understaffed had failed to 
provide a reasonable explanation of 
their usefulness to senior manage- 
ment." 


Page used the word “archives" to in- 
clude semi-active, dormant, and his- 
torical records. 


Information professionals need to 
know how policymakers can use his- 
tory and they need to explain these 
uses to policymakers. They include 
providing an accurate institutional 
memory, furnishing quotes and refer- 
ences for speeches, giving back- 
ground for analyzing current policy 
proposals, and providing precedents 
for litigation. 


Managers who change positions fre- 
quently as they climb the corporate 
ladder, especially, need access to an 
institutional memory, he said. 


“The institutional memory is 
locked up in records that they 
are probably not aware of. It 
becomes your responsibility 
to make them aware of what 
is, in fact, in those records." 


Although managers in policy areas 
may change posts frequently, staff in 
areas in charge of archives should not, 
Page said. 


"If you change staff repeatedly, you 
won't have people who know the 
records, not just where to find some- 
thing, but the significance of the 
policy...how to interpret what the policy 
person is reading.” 


Policymakers use records when they 
are analyzing current policy proposals, 
Page said. They need to know whether 
something similar has been tried in the 
past, why it succeeded or failed, and 
what a policy would require to be suc- 
cessful. Policy developers need quick 
access to this information if it is to be 
useful, he added. 


"| need to be able to get on the phone 
to anarchivist and say ‘In two hours this 
is what | require’ and if the archives 
can't perform, then they are useless as 
far as our operation is concerned," he 
said. 


Archives Aid in Boundary 
Dispute 


Dan MacKay told participants how he 
used archival records to prepare the 
cartographic evidence for the 
Canadian case in the Gulf of Maine 
international boundary dispute in 1980. 


Although the Department of Energy, 
Mines and Resources had a large col- 
lection of old maps, MacKay was un- 
able to use them because no one could 
guide him through the collection, which 
had been reboxed several times over 
the years. 


"This left me in a difficult posi- 
tion... Therefore, | had to use the 
facilities of the (National Archives’) Na- 
tional Map Collection...We had to cull 
the entire collection in a very short 
period of time.” 


Energy, Mines and Resources turned 
its collection of old maps over to the 
National Archives in 1989. 


Archives Are Living 
Testimony 


John Leslie explained why the Depart- 
ment of Indian and Northern Affairs 
requires archival records to do its day- 
to-day work. 


For example, the Department needs 
the records of the "civilization" program 
from the early 1800s.This well-mean- 
ing program, aimed at turning Indian 
warriors into self-sufficient farmers, 
met with varying degrees of success, 
Leslie said. 


Now, the modern Department of Indian 
and Northern Affairs is learning from 
the past. 


"| sincerely believe that every effort is 
now being made to try and learn from 
our past errors. And that is why archival 
records are so important to the current 
operations of the Department. They 
are not dead records, but they are living 
testimony to what was attempted in the 
past, why it failed — and perhaps even 
why we have succeeded.” Be 
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Record-Keeping 


"My experience is that no one can effi- 
ciently manage anything who doesn't 
know its history,” the Honourable Jack 
Pickersgill told an international 
audience of archivists and records 
managers in Ottawa on 23 May. The 
information professionals were attend- 
ing a four-day post-symposium course 
titled "Current Records, Future Use.” 


During his 35-year career in the public 
service and as a minister of the Crown, 
Mr. Pickersgill managed organizations 
ranging from the Prime Minister's Of- 
fice to the Canadian Transport Com- 
mission. He was minister responsible 
for the National Archives when the first 


federal records centre was established 
in 1956. 


Mr. Pickersgill described how he dealt 
with the large volume of documents 
that faced him when he became Mini- 
ster of Citizenship and Immigration in 
1954. 


The only way to prevent the paper from 
burying the administration was to put it 
in the charge of a senior officer who 
had no other tasks, Mr. Pickersgill said. 
Since the official had no other respon- 
sibilities, managing the records had to 
be a priority. Only a senior official 
would do. 


"You should not have junior people in 
charge of the management of records 
because they won't be able to exert 
enough pressure,” he explained. 


Pressure Is Necessary 


Pressure is necessary to combat the 
passive resistance of officials. Some 


Officials fear their records will be lost. 
Others fear they will not have ready 
access to their documents. Still others 
are afraid their records will be mis- 
managed by incompetent people. 


"It took a lot of experience and wisdom 
for the people in the Treasury Board to 
recognize that managing records was 
a top job, not a second-rate job, and 
that first-rate people should be in 
charge of it," Mr. Pickersgill said. 


He explained how records, once col- 
lected and culled, can serve the depart- 
ment and the nation. 


Records establish responsibility. They 
help managers avoid making con- 
tradictory and confused decisions, and 
lead the way to remedying such 
decisions when they do occur. 


Well managed records preserve 
decisions that have nation-wide impor- 
tance. Where decisions are made that 
shape the course of events beyond the 
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department and beyond the govem- 
ment, the records of these decisions 
should be kept, Mr. Pickersgill said. 
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